
Appendix 1 — Other items

Appendix 1 is simply a catalogue of odd items and quotes I found which researching the other 
chapters and couldn’t work out where to put them, but were too cool to leave out.

Canon

Scottish leather cannon Swedish leather cannon (Blackmore)

First used in Switzerland in 1622 and subsequently introduced to Sweden in 1627 by Melichio 
Wurmbrandt. The idea of leather guns was brought back to England in 1629 by Colonel 
Robert Scott. Witnesses of the guns said:

“These pieces are of very great use, and very easie and light of carriage. One 
horse may draw a peece, which will carry a bullet of a pound and halfe in 
weight, and doe execution very farre.”1

Twenty-three leather guns are in collections in Scotland, all apparently of English 
manufacture. The leather cannon in England, Paris and Berlin are thought to be Swedish. The 
Scottish guns are shorter and lighter; they have an iron tube strengthened by iron rings. The 
barrels were then bound with hemp before having a leather cover sewn on. The seam goes 
along the underside.

The Swedish guns have a copper tube with white or tinned iron wrapped around it. Four 
wooden laths run the length of the gun and are held in place with hemp bindings and leather 
collars. The binding is set in plaster and covered in leather.2
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Book covers

I to Paul’s Church-yarde to treat with a bookbinder to come and gild the backs of all my books to make them 
handsome…

Pepys, Diary, 13 August 1666.

Book covers probably don’t belong here, but I 
couldn’t work out where they fit better. 
Probably personal items. Buggered if I know.

By the seventeenth century, there had been 150 
years of printed books flooding the markets 
and tying up the bookbinders. Wooden book-
boards, metal clasps, corners and ornaments 
were abandoned in favour of pasteboard. 
Paradoxically, this has preserved a greater 
number of books than if they were wood — 
wood harboured the worms that do so much 
damage to books.

About the middle of the sixteenth century, 
brown calf and sheepskin became popular in 
England. Morocco leather, in brown, black, 
olive green or red was still in demand for the 
better class of book. Bookbinders couldn’t 
keep up with demand, so the publishers started 
binding their own books, with a corresponding 
drop in quality. By the seventeenth century, 
rough dressed calf and sheepskin were usual 
for trade bindings.3

Leather hose pipe

“… leather hose piping, single stitched was 
supplied to the naval stores from 1653 at 2s 
6d per pound. Similar hose, but riveted 
with copper rivets were used for earlier fire 
engines.”4

Fire hose pipe closed with copper rivets, 19th 

century, but fundamentally unchanged from 
the 17th century pattern (Waterer)
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White pigskin binding of 1619; the centre 
panel is dyed pale brown to provide contrast. 
The leather is alum tanned. (Waterer)



Condoms

Puzzle over the size of 350-year-old condoms5

SLIM SHEATHS

London: Some of the world's oldest surviving modern-style condoms were unveiled for the 
first time in London at the weekend, and their size is puzzling historians.

The 350-year-old sheaths are made of animal intestine with a ribbon sewn into the open end 
so they could be drawn tightly to secure them in place, and are finely stitched together at the 
closed end.

But using them was hardly an act of spontaneity for 17th century lovers - they had to be 
softened in warm milk overnight before use.

The condoms - which historians believe have been used, maybe more than once - were 
discovered in the latrine of a tower at Dudley Castle in central England during an excavation 
in the mid-1980s.

Also on display at the British Museum is a pair of 18th century condoms made of the same 
material. They were put on show at the start of National Science Week.

What is puzzling historians is that the 17th century condoms are about 18.5 millimetres 
narrower than modern versions and the 18th century examples are about 11.5 millimetres 
wider. Also surprising is the fact that the pre-industrial prophylactics are as thin as they are 
today.

Although made of a natural material, the older condoms were well preserved in an airtight 
environment because the latrine was sealed when the castle was attacked during the English 
Civil War halfway through the 17th century.

British Museum expert Mr David Gaimster said the condoms were designed for gentlemen 
using brothels to stop them getting venereal diseases. Syphilis was rife in the 17th and 18th 
centuries.

“They were probably very expensive as they were hand-made and designed for re-use. The 
condoms are like paper, completely desiccated and had to be softened overnight in warm milk 
to prepare them for use,” he said.6

The museum says the only other known antique condoms, dating from 1813, are kept in a 
museum in Sweden.
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Plague Masks

Beaked masks made of leather were worn by the many physicians while treating plague 
patients. While these were worn before the 16th century, the two outbreaks of interest here are 
1625 and 1665/6.

The beak contained a posy of sweet smelling 
flowers7 allowing the wearer to breathe through 
them in the belief that one of the plague vectors 
was evil fumes.8 An alternate theory gaining 
favour during the seventeenth century was that 
the plague could jump between the eyes of the 
patient and the onlooker. Lenses for the 
physician to look through were made from fine 
woven silk or ground glass or gems depending 
on what they could afford. The ensemble was 
completed with a leather hood that covered the 
shoulders. 

Detail from Historiarum anatomicarum 
medicarum by Thomas Bartholin 1654-
1661 (Courtesy of the National Library of 
Medicine)

16th century air bed
“Inflatable mattresses are not 
a 20th century innovation. 
Made of skins and fitted with 
a bellows, this model was 
depicted in a 1537 edition of 
a book on warfare compiled 
by Flavius Renatus in the 
late 4th century AD. Graphic 
Art Collection, F.K. Mathys, 
Basle.”9
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Notes for Appendix 1

1 Blackmore, p89
2 Waterer, Leather in Life, Art and Industry, p44
3 Waterer, Leather in Life, Art and Industry, p206
4 Waterer, Leather in Life, Art and Industry, p48
5 Sydney Morning Herald 20/03/2000, Fairfax, Sydney
6 Agence France-Presse quoted in Sydney Morning Herald, 20/03/00, p12
7 As in the children’s rhyme
8 Obviously, the toilet seat and dirty forks vector had to wait for the invention of toilet seats and dirty forks, 
respectively.
9 Ciba Review 1968/3 Tents, p5
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